Роль диджитализации в развитии бизнеса в секторе доставки еды: влияние кризиса COVID-19 by Хазова Валерия Андриановна & Hazova Valeria Andrianovna
St. Petersburg State University 









THE ROLE OF DIGITALISATION IN THE BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT IN THE FOOD 
DELIVERY SECTOR: COVID-19 CRISIS IMPACT 
 
 
Master's Thesis by the 2nd year student 














ЗАЯВЛЕНИЕ О САМОСТОЯТЕЛЬНОМ ХАРАКТЕРЕ ВЫПОЛНЕНИЯ 
ВЫПУСКНОЙ КВАЛИФИКАЦИОННОЙ РАБОТЫ 
Я, Хазова Валерия Андриановна, студентка второго курса магистратуры 
направления «Менеджмент», заявляю, что в моей магистерской диссертации на тему «Роль 
диджитализации в развитии бизнеса в секторе доставки еды: влияние кризиса COVID-19», 
представленной в службу обеспечения программ магистратуры для последующей передачи 
в государственную аттестационную комиссию для публичной защиты, не содержится 
элементов плагиата.  
Все прямые заимствования из печатных и электронных источников, а также из 
защищенных ранее выпускных квалификационных работ, кандидатских и докторских 
диссертаций имеют соответствующие ссылки. 
Мне известно содержание п. 9.7.1 Правил обучения по основным образовательным 
программам высшего и среднего профессионального образования в СПбГУ о том, что «ВКР 
выполняется индивидуально каждым студентом под руководством назначенного ему 
научного руководителя», и п. 51 Устава федерального государственного бюджетного 
образовательного учреждения высшего образования «Санкт-Петербургский 
государственный университет»  о том, что «студент подлежит отчислению из Санкт-
Петербургского университета за представление курсовой или выпускной 
квалификационной работы, выполненной другим лицом (лицами)». 
 




STATEMENT ABOUT THE INDEPENDENT CHARACTER OF  
THE MASTER THESIS 
I, Khazova Valeriya, (second) year master student, program «Management», state that my 
master thesis on the topic «The Role of Digitalisation in the Business Development in Food 
Delivery Sector: COVID-19 Crisis Impact», which is presented to the Master Office to be 
submitted to the Official Defense Committee for the public defense, does not contain any elements 
of plagiarism.  
All direct borrowings from printed and electronic sources, as well as from master theses, 
PhD and doctorate theses which were defended earlier, have appropriate references.  
I am aware that according to paragraph 9.7.1. of  Guidelines for instruction in major 
curriculum programs of higher and secondary professional education at St. Petersburg University 
«A master thesis must be completed by each of the degree candidates individually under the 
supervision of his or her advisor», and according to paragraph 51 of Charter of the Federal State 
Institution of Higher Education Saint-Petersburg State University «a student can be expelled from 
St. Petersburg University for submitting of the course or graduation qualification work developed 








Master Student Khazova Valeriya 
Master Thesis Title The Role of Digitalisation in the Business 
Development in Food Delivery Sector: 
COVID-19 Crisis Impact 
Educational Program Master in Management 
Field of Study Management 
Year 2021 
Academic Advisor Starov Sergey 
Description of the goal, tasks and main results The main goal of the current study is to assess 
to role of the digitalisation partially cause by 
COVID-19 crisis in the business development 
of the new and established companies in food 
delivery sector in Russia and outside the 
boarders (in Germany and Austria). In order to 
answer the research questions formulated after 
the literature review on the topic, an empirical 
study was conducted. 15 customers of the food 
delivery services were interviewed to obtain 
the findings on consumer’s perspective, and 9 
managers from the various companies engaged 
in the sector – for the companies’ perspective. 
The main results of the research show that the 
COVID-19 pandemic not directly but heavily 
influenced the patterns of the industry 
development, and many of the changes have 
long-lasting effect. 






Студент Хазова Валерия Андриановна 
Тема магистерской диссертации Роль диджитализации в развитии бизнеса в 
секторе доставки еды: влияние кризиса 
COVID-19 
Образовательная программа Master in Management (MiM) 
Направление подготовки Менеджмент 
Год 2021 
Научный руководитель Старов Сергей Александрович 
Описание цели, задач и результатов  Основной целью настоящего исследования 
является оценка роли диджитализации, 
частично вызванной кризисом COVID-19, в 
развитии бизнеса новых и уже давно 
оперирующих на рынке компаний в секторе 
доставки продуктов питания в России и за 
ее пределами (в Германии и Австрии). Для 
того чтобы ответить на исследовательские 
вопросы, сформулированные после обзора 
литературы по данной теме, было 
проведено эмпирическое исследование. 15 
клиентов различных сервисов доставки 
продуктов питания были опрошены, чтобы 
получить выводы о взглядах потребителей, 
и 9 менеджеров из компаний, работающих 
в этом секторе, для уточнения точки зрения 
компаний. 
Основные результаты исследования 
показывают, что пандемия COVID-19 не 
напрямую, но в значительной степени 
повлияля на модели развития отрасли, и 




Ключевые слова Диджитализация, цифровизация, COVID-





TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
1. INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................... 8 
1.1. Relevance of the study ...................................................................................................... 8 
2. CHAPTER 1. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND ............................................................... 10 
2.1. Literature Review ........................................................................................................... 10 
2.1.1. Definition of digitalisation and conceptual framework ............................................... 10 
2.1.2. Digitalisation during COVID-19 crisis ....................................................................... 12 
2.1.3. Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the customers' needs shift .................................... 14 
2.1.4. Food and groceries delivery sector during COVID-19 crisis ...................................... 16 
2.1.6. Research gap ................................................................................................................ 18 
2.1.7. Research questions ...................................................................................................... 18 
2.2. Methodology ................................................................................................................... 20 
2.2.1. Research design ........................................................................................................... 21 
2.2.2. Research methods ........................................................................................................ 22 
2.2.3. Data collection ............................................................................................................. 23 
2.2.4. Limitations of the study ............................................................................................... 26 
2.2.5. Summary of the methodological choice ...................................................................... 26 
7. CHAPTER 2. EMPIRICAL STUDY .................................................................................... 28 
3.1. Findings .............................................................................................................................. 28 
3.1.1. Consumers’ perspective ............................................................................................... 31 
3.1.2. Companies’ perspective ............................................................................................... 36 
3.1.3. Summary of the findings ............................................................................................. 43 
3.2. Discussion ........................................................................................................................... 45 
3.2.1. Theoretical Contribution ............................................................................................. 45 
3.2.2. Managerial Implications .............................................................................................. 45 
3.2.3. Limitations and recommendations for future research ................................................ 46 
REFERENCES .............................................................................................................................. 47 
7 
 
APPENDIX ................................................................................................................................... 51 





1.1.Relevance of the study 
The current reality we are living in right now is characterised by fast-changing and a rather 
uncertain environment. The business environment is not an exception. With the naturally evolving 
and accelerating volume of various innovations coming up with the development of society 
associated with the growth and improving the quality of life and education comes the need in 
making business processes more efficient, faster and more accurate. In the era of big data and all 
kinds of electronic devices aimed at making both working and private everyday life easier to 
manage, the notions of digitalisation as well as digital transformation have been repetitively 
discussed over the recent years. 
Naturally gradual and steadily going attempts to implement the best practices associated 
with the technological improvement were enormously accelerated within the last years were 
sharply disturbed by the global shock related to the COVID-19 pandemic. In the new conditions 
of even less certainty, it was certain that for all the businesses to survive, it is needed to adopt to 
the new reality fast and speed up the processes of ongoing digital transformation, or start partial 
digitalization if it had not been started yet. In March 2020, many thought that the announced 
changes would be in place for a couple of weeks, while later on, it appeared that they are now 
called “new reality”. In several months, businesses had to adopt digital technologies they were 
planning to initially in the framework of a couple of years. According to McKinsey (2021) many 
of the changes that were speeded up by the fast adoption of digital technologies could be here for 
longer. 
Food delivery sector was one of growing industries that at the same with the high temped 
growth faced no less challenges than other businesses. Th impact of the COVID-19 crisis could be 
seen in the shifts in consumer behavior which in turn partially shaped the new reality for e-
commerce companies. As the changes in the consumers’ needs and priorities, as well as 
expectations, are also going to stay in place long after the COVID-19 pandemic outbursts, it is of 
high importance to study the phenomenon now, at the early stages. 
The unusual conditions in which people were forced to live during the hard lockdowns all 
over the world influenced the development of different shopping patterns in general and especially 
impacted the groceries delivery industry. 
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The main goal of the current study is to assess to role of the COVID-19-crisis-caused 
digitalisation in the business development of the new and established companies in food delivery 
sector in Russia and outside the boarders. 
The research consists of two parts. The Chapter 1 is dedicated to the analysis of the 
theoretical background though the literature review on digitalisation in retail in general, boost of 
digital technologies and associated changes in consumer behaviour as well as the introduction of 
the changes and trends undergoing in the industry. In the same chapter, the choice of methodology 
of study is explained. Chapter 2 presents the findings obtained during the conduction of the 
empirical part of the research with the following discussion, theoretical and practical contribution 




2. CHAPTER 1. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
2.1. Literature Review 
In the given chapter, the theoretical background analysis will be conducted and presented 
to introduce the reader to the concept of the COVID-19-crisis-caused boost of digitalisation and 
its impact on the development of businesses in food delivery sector. 
Based on the limited previous academic research on the topic and various business reviews 
and analytical reports, the critical concepts needed to understand the phenomenon better will be 
discussed in the current chapter.  
One of the main goals of the analysis of theoretical background and conducting literature 
review is to identify and validate the research goal of the current study and formulate an 
appropriate analytical framework. This framework will be later used to structure the findings from 
the empirical part of the research for a more cohesive and logical representation. 
2.1.1. Definition of digitalisation and conceptual framework 
 The term "digitalisation" refers to integrating digital technology into retailing in a broad 
sense and can be defined in the following definition: “Digitalisation: Integration of digital 
technologies into everyday life by the digitisation of everything that can be digitised” (Harberg, 
2016). Both the movement from "analogue" to "digital" (for instance, the transformation 
associated with the change from cash to electronic payments) and the implementation of new forms 
of value creation (e.g. accessibility, and transparency) are referred to as "digitalisation" (Amit and 
Zott, 2001). 
 Various researchers have been fascinated by the effects caused by the Internet on retail 
since its inception. Among the consequences, there are amendments in prospects for the new 
businesses (Quelch and Klein, 1996), business models (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2002; Sorescu 
et al., 2011), various trading forms (Gloor, 2000) as well as buying (or purchasing) processes 
(Grewal et al., 2013). 
 Although e-commerce is a component of digitalisation, the impact of the latter one goes 
beyond e-commerce. It includes the transformation of physical products into digital services, 
consumer recommendations to social networks, and integrating digital devices into the buying 
process, e.g., offline purchases that were initiated with the help of Internet online searches (e.g. 
Pauwels et al., 2011). 
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 According to Harberd (2016), whose exploratory framework will be used for the current 
study in the part of bringing together the findings, digitalisation is an ongoing transformation of 
retailing that needs to be researched from the inside out, rather than something that happens 
“outside” of retailing and then gets transferred into it. 
 Coming to the exploratory framework of the retail digitalisation itself, let us first introduce 
the four elements of consumption used by Harberd (2016) in his work for creating the tool. The 
four elements are processes, sites, subjects, and objects, which were first described by Ritzer 
(2001), were later further developed by Lehdonvirta (2012) particularly from the digitalisation 
point of view. During the research process, the model was slightly modified by Hardebd (2016), 
the terminology was changed, and eventually, the following conceptual framework was presented 
(see figure 1). 
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework: the digitalization of retailing. 
Source: Harberd (2016)  
 Now, let us comment on the figure 1 to explain the essence of the presented elements in 
more detail. 
 The concept of exchange in the given framework refers to the activities happening at the 
retailer-consumer interface. It is by default considered neutral (meaning, it is not adopted to any 
actor initially). The concept of setting introduces by the scholar is used to speak about the various 
situations in which retailing itself happens. Moving to the element “actors”, it is essential to say 
that both consumers and retailers are considered its contents. The last element (concept of “actors”) 
is used to explore hidden roles and characteristics in the relationship between the retailers and 
consumers changed by the digitalisation process. To better explain it, there is an example by 
Hagberg (2010). The actors in e-commerce exchanges might be not humans, and they can 
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participate in the exchange through various devices located, for instance, at home or at the physical 
store. Getting to the last element of the conceptual framework, we are introducing the element of 
offerings. The concept refers to both products and services. Critical note here is that the process 
of digitalisation might transform both products and services. Based on the analysis of other studies 
aimed at exploration of the modes of exchange in retailing (Kjellberg and Helgesson, 2007; 
Hagberg, 2010), the eventual proposition of the giver framework is that the four presented 
elements are symbiotically inter-related and that changes in one of them might contribute to 
changes in the others. 
 As the very concept of digitalisation is introduced and the exploratory framework needed 
for the future analysis of the findings obtained in the empirical part of the current study is 
presented, we can now move on to the analysis of the digitalisation acceleration associated with 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which, in turn, will logically lead us to the investigated industry 
peculiarities and changes. 
2.1.2. Digitalisation during COVID-19 crisis 
 Digitalisation cannot be called a new phenomenon in retailing. It has been an essential part 
of retailing for several decades already (Watson, 2011) through various digital and electronic 
means such as electronic cash systems, QR codes and barcodes, point-of-sale data, EDI with 
suppliers, etc. 
 However, with the COVID-19 hit, the acceleration of the digitalisation happened in almost 
every industry and influenced the inclination towards digital retailing among consumers 
(McKinsey, 2020). The need to shift the major part of their lives into online, was faced by many 
people They were forced to adapt to the usage of electronic technologies in order to continue 
working and execute many other economical financial operations. It influenced the behavioral 
patterns of them and changed the consumers expectations from many industry for good. In Figure 
2 below, it is depicted that there are now more people that expect to make a part of their purchases 




Figure 2. The expectancy of people to make a portion of their purchases online post-COVID-19 
than before. 
Source: McKinsey (2020) 
 According to McKinsey, COVID-19 has pushed companies over the technology tipping 
point. The changes in the industries are not turning back, and businesses are transformed forever. 
In almost every secrtor, companies faced the need to quickly adapt to the changes, and given the 
contactless requirement of dealing with thing during the lockdown and pandemic, mayb of them 























ready for this. For the companies with the initial capacities and for which it was feasible not only 
to adapt but also to benefit from it, the experience of 2020 was probably lifechanging. Many of 
those companies are from the e-commerce sector and will be brough up in the analysis later in the 
chapter. 
2.1.3. Impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the customers' needs shift 
The shift in consumers' perception of the products and the brands could be seen already 
after the first wave of COVID-19 (Accenture, 2020; McKinsey, 2020). Namely, already in the 
mid-spring, 2020, it was witnessed that the consumers' attitudes, behaviours and purchasing habits 
were changing. It is worth mentioning that many of those new ways were forecasted to be 
inevitable and stay even after the pandemic strong hit is over (Accenture, 2020). In figure 3, it is 




Figure 3. Shift in focus on the needs among consumers (top1/top3) 
Source: Accenture (2020) 
There were several trends identified by the researchers. First is shifting the spending to 
essentials rather than discretionary categories. Another one is decreasing brand loyalty among 
consumers and seeking a change based on price, convenience, and availability. Furthermore, 
partial and varied from country to country level of engagement in out-of-home activities (however, 
when higher, mainly for shopping rather than shared services). Moreover, speaking of the 
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pandemics period, plans of holidays spending generally reduced. Finally, a shift to digital 
witnessed across product categories in most countries is another finding of the research 
(McKinsey, 2020). Relevant for the current topic, categories of food and household products have 
seen the growth of an average of over 30% in online consumer base, with the less active growth 
observed in China (but only due to the fact that the country had already had a high level of online 
penetration, so the relative numbers are lower) (McKinsey, 2020). 
Interestingly, it is seen from a later study that while the consumers expanded their digital 
lives during the pandemics outbreak and lockdowns, they have adopted several new forms of 
behaviour that are expected to stick. From January 2020 to January 2021, online penetration rose 
in all retail categories with a total increase of 35 per cent of credit- and debit card spend. A 
significant increase was observed in the retail categories that even before COVID-19 had had 
higher online penetration growing (from 37 to 80 per cent at its highest) penetration during April 
2020 in some countries. The continuation of using the behaviours adopted during the pandemics 
is anticipated for restaurant curbside pickup and usage of various tools for health-and-wellness 
services and products. Besides the inclination to discovering new brands mentioned above, another 
point about the evolution of loyalty is the appearance and the spread of new digital shopping 
methods along with the new brands. (McKinsey, 2021). Below, the in figure 4, the shift in 
consumer’s priorities is shown. 
 
Figure 4. The priorities of the consumers (2020) 
Source: Accenture COVID-19 Consumer Research, conducted March 19–25 and April 2–6 
 The shift in consumers needs was also researched by some scholars recently. Even though 
the market of the research was more narrow than the analysed by Accenture and McKinsey, the 
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results of the recent study of Eger (2021), there were different fears actively discussed during the 
pandemic. They in turn, influenced the increase and decrease in different needs of the customers. 
Needs for the health of friends and family members, as well as personal health and food and 
medicine safety, rose due to the presence of fears about health. Also, the health concerns, in turn, 
decreased the needs for personal success, hobbies, and entertainment. The influence of the fears 
of the economic situation differs from the just described. Due to the latter ones, the need for 
financial security was increased, while the decreased demand appeared to be the one for 
entertainment. 
 The shift in needs eventually contributes to the other witnessed changes in consumer 
behaviour. According to Accenture (2020), adapted behaviors of consumers will contribute to 
transformation of the industries’ future dramatically. 
 Pantano et al. (2020), in their recent research, claim that consumers have re-examined their 
shopping patterns during the period of lockdown and first COVID-19 waves while also 
discovering benefits from previously unknown services. For example, some customers have been 
(and still are) making the conversion to online shopping after finding the convenience and safety 
of home delivery, store pick-up, and cashless (also contactless) transactions. 
2.1.4. Food and groceries delivery sector during COVID-19 crisis 
 Altogether, the boost of digitalisation that led to the more straightforward adaptation of the 
consumers to generally order online and spend more time in digital services and the shift in needs 
towards the basic needs eventually contributed to the fact that more people were forced to try 
online food delivery and use this option more often. 
 As the natural demand for the various food delivery services and companies rose, the 
existing on the market companies witnessed an incredible growth of margins. For instance, 
according to Unnikrishnan (2020), Instacart, a popular in the USA food and grocery delivery 
service, showed in their yearly report an increase of 500% in April 2020 (CNBC, 2020). According 
to another source (OECD, 2020), in the U.S., sales for both grocery stores and non-store retailers 
(mostly e-commerce providers) increased by 16% and 14.8%, respectively, and by 30% in the E.U. 
According to the annual reports of some of the well-known Russian retailers, the growth for the 
2020 year picked at 30x (by a company). More detailed information about the situation with the 
Russian market can be found in Appendix 1, where the locations of the biggest food online retailers 
are listed together with the population of the cities where the services are located. It is also essential 
for the current study to mention that usually, the target consumers of grocery delivery services are 
the citizens of relatively big cities. They are young, and the knowledge of how to use a smartphone 
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and other digital devices usually used to place the orders themselves is typically a requirement 
when defining the target consumer (Yandex.ru, 2020). Interestingly, these requirements are almost 
the same for the target consumer in Germany and Austria. 
 The unsatisfied demand, as well as the needs of the consumers, were noticed, and other 
processes started happening in 2020. 
 One of them is the active appearance of new startups specialised in groceries delivery, 
incredibly vivid in Europe. In figure 5, the timeline with various startups in e-commerce can be 
found. 
 
Figure 5. The timeline of the establishing on-demand grocery delivery startups. 2015-2021 
Source: Shifted.com, 2021 
Another exciting process, especially witnessed on the Russian market, is the change of the 
economic model of the established offline food retailers that decided to create a new ecosystem 
and go online (X5 Annual Report, 2020). Another example of a famous Russian physical retailer 
that went online and introduced new conditions on the delivery, making it fast (less than 2 hours) 
and without any minimum total sum of the bill is the retail chain of green and eco-clean shops 
Vkusvill. 
Briefly reminding the timeline of the research interest, let us shortly summurise the 
information above. 
Digitalisation influences the inter-relations between the constumers and retailer in both 
physical and e-commerce. Due to the challenges introduced to the nations by the COVID-19 
pandemics, the general acceleration of digital presence was witnessed. People got used to shopping 
online more for various product categories; food and groceries were not exceptions. Moreover, the 
18 
 
boost in the online retail of the latter was seen because people were forced to find alternative ways 
of shopping during the lockdown. This, in turn, contributed to the growing demand for the services 
providing fast and convenient contactless food delivery, which eventually caused the high profits 
of the companies presented in the industry and made the sector attractive for investments and 
establishing new companies in the countries, where the supply is more limited, and competition is 
not high yet. 
Having concluded, we are now ready to move on to the research gap formulation and 
research goal and associated research questions to address the problem and conduct deep research 
on the phenomenon. 
2.1.6. Research gap 
 After conducting the theoretical background analysis, it can be concluded that the topic of 
digitalisation in retail is studies sufficiently. The business processes undergoing in the food 
delivery sector have been also examined for the recent years actively. However, given the recent 
nature of the phenomenon of COVID-19 and the digital transformation processes associated with 
this crisis in particular, the studies on the impact of the recent crisis on the fast grocery e-commerce 
industry though the notion of digitalisation are very limited. The literature review revealed that 
there is little information on the situation in different markets, thus, the knowledge on common 
pattern for the business development in the industry is not rich yet. 
 In order to address the identified research gap, first the existing demand among consumers 
will be empirically analysed. Later on, the investigation of the underlying processes and the future 
expectations of the consumers will be carried out. Moreover, in order to understand the business 
processes happening in the industry and learn about the companies perspective, the opinions of 
professionals from the industry from different countries will be analysed and structured in the 
accordance with the existing conceptual framework. 
2.1.7. Research questions 
Goal of the study: The main goal of the research is to assess to role of the COVID-19-
crisis-caused digitalisation in the business development of the new and established companies in 
food delivery sector. 
Object of the study: The current paper presents a study of Russian and German operating 
in the groceries delivery industry companies located worldwide as well as the potential customers 
of the given companies. 
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Subject of the study: digitalisation partially cause by the COVID-19 crisis 
Four following research questions were formulated in order to address the identified issues. 
RQ1 What is the role of COVID-19 Crisis in shaping the demand in food delivery industry? 
QR2 What are the consumers and companies expectations from the food delivery sector 
for the future? 
RQ3 What are the main challenges associated with starting and developing a company in 
the food delivery industry nowadays? 





 In this subchapter, the choice of research design and the appropriate research methods will 
be explained, along with the data collection requirements and process and the associated 
limitations of the study. 
 In order to proceed with the description of the methodological choices for the given 
research, it is worth mentioning the theoretical background behind it first. 
 There is a well-known diagram called "research 'onion'” (Figure 6) that is widely used to 
outline the issues associated with the analysis procedures choice as well as the choice of the data 
collection techniques and verify the final decision the researcher makes for contributing to the 
overall study validation (Crotty, 1998). 
 
Figure 6. The research ‘onion’. 
Source: Saunders (2015) 
 The choice of the third and the fourth layers (if looking from the outer direction), along 
with the very data collection and data analysis peculiarities and features, is explained below in the 
current methodology subchapter. 
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2.2.1. Research design 
 The choice of the research design is the choice of the plan of how to approach answering 
the formulated research questions (Saunders, 2015). 
 The analysis of the impact of the COVID-19-crisis-caused digitalisation, which in turn 
influenced the food delivery sector, covers multiple aspects of the business processes ongoing in 
the industry. Topics related to general market peculiarities and specific pandemic ones, companies 
expansion and marketing strategies, as well as the consumers’ perception of the changes, are to be 
covered in the research. 
 Given the relatively recent appearance of the problem and, thus, the limited number of 
studies of the topic as well as the quantitative historical data, an exploratory study is chosen as a 
research design of the paper. An exploratory study comes to help the researchers as a valuable 
means when they want to investigate the topic of their interest by asking open questions. The 
research questions of the current paper begin with “What” and “How”, which is usually likely for 
the exploratory questions. This research design is especially applicable for the studies when the 
authors focus on clarifying their understanding of the particular phenomenon as if the precise 
nature of the problem is not entirely known to them (Saunders, 2015). As shown in the previous 
subchapter, the research questions identified for the given aim to answer the questions of “What” 
and “How”. 
 One of the advantages of exploratory research is its flexibility and adaptivity to change. 
There is usually a high probability that the new insight will become evident during the 
investigation when it comes to exploratory research. Thus, a researcher is willing to be able to 
change the direction of the study easily in line with the newly occurring data. (Saunders, 2015). 
Based on the literature review conducted previously, it is seen that this feature of the discussed 
research design is essential for the current study. There are differences in the analysed consumers’ 
behaviour and the companies’ operations mentioned in the studies. Groceries delivery companies 
development also varies from country to country. It is of high importance to account for all of 
them when preparing the questions for conducting the empirical part of the study and for amending 
both them and the overall flow of the investigation. 
 The theoretical background review findings should be checked and specified with the help 
of the means to conduct an exploratory study. Among them, there are literature searches, various 
interviews such as with “experts” in the field, or in-depth individual ones as well as interviews 
with the groups. In more detail, the methods used in the current research are discussed in the 
following subchapter (Saunders, 2015). 
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2.2.2. Research methods 
 The right choice of the appropriate research methodology is a crucial success factor for the 
better quality of the answers to the research questions formulated in the preliminary literature 
review and deep theoretical analysis (Saunders, 2015). 
 From the shown above research ‘onion’, it is possible to vaguely highlight three main 
research methods to choose from when deciding on the one for the own study. These are 
quantitative, qualitative and mixed ones. There are also several ways to differentiate these types 
of researches.  
 One way to characterise quantitative research in comparison to qualitative one is to 
determine the data from the ‘numeric’ / ‘non-numeric’ point of view. Following this 
differentiation, any quantitative study is always associated with the numbers and numerical data 
in general used and/or generated by data analysis (including statistics, various graphs). Often used 
data collection technique for quantitative research (especially in the field of management) is a 
questionary. Qualitative research, in its turn, is usually associated with any kind of non-numeric 
data (images and words, sometimes videos etc.). The data collection technique for this research 
method is typically an interview, and for the procedure of data collection, non-numerical data is 
used and eventually generated (Saunders, 2015). 
 In reality, the distinction described in the previous paragraph is very narrow. Often, the 
researchers combine the elements of both research methods, for instance, conducting a 
questionnaire with some open questions for their respondents who eventually need extra 
clarification and interviews to explain some of the findings. Taking into account different research 
strategies and philosophical assumptions relevant for this or that study, reinterpretation of two 
methodologies (quantitative vs qualitative) is possible (Saunders, 2015). Thus, in order to justify 
the choice of the methodology for this study, let us have a closer look at the research philosophy.  
 Denzin and Lincoln (2011) relate qualitative research with interpretive philosophy. It is 
interpretive as the authors of the study must make sense of the subjective and socially created 
meanings that have been stated about the investigated topic. 
 As the COVID-19 crisis hit only a year ago, there is not enough historical secondary data 
to execute a quantitative study on its base. As for the questionnaire could be used to identify the 
trends among the consumers; however, based on the studied theoretical background and the 
decision to deeply analyse the companies’ vision and experience of the researched topic, 
qualitative research was chosen for this study. 
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 According to Cropley (2019), whose research was in its turn based on Riessman (1993, p. 
10), there are six phases of any qualitative research: 
1. Attending (when people think of and structure their experiences) 
2. Telling (when people narrate what they thought of in the previous phase and the data 
collection process is started) 
3. Transcribing (when the authors of the study note down the narrative from the second phase 
and structure the collected data) 
4. Analysing (when the obtained and structured content is examined by the researchers) 
5. Communicating (when the authors of the study present the findings and other results of the 
previously conducted examination and analysis) 
6. Validating (when the contribution of the proposed findings is assessed) 
 According to Saunders (2015), the strategies that can be used for the qualitative research 
are the following: 
• Experiment 
• Survey 
• Archival and Documentary Research 
• Case study 
• Ethnography 
• Action Research 
• Grounded Theory 
• Narrative Inquiry. 
A participant in a qualitative research interview is almost always asked to execute 
storytelling. Analysing all the above strategies, the very last one was defined as the best fit for the 
research. Narrative Inquiry allows a researcher to examine the naturally occurring linkages, 
correlations, and socially produced explanations in narrative accounts in order to "understand the 
complicated processes that people utilise to make sense of their organisational realities" (Musson, 
2004). 
2.2.3. Data collection 
In order to get the needed for the analysis narration, several types and typologies of research 
interviews can be used. According to Saunders (2015), for validating the choice for the current 
study, let us have a look at the following categorisation: 
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• Structured interviews 
• Semi-structured interviews 
• Unstructured or in-depth interviews. 
 The last two are usually ‘non-standardised’, meaning that the researchers do not necessarily 
have an identical set of questions to refer to the interviewees but rather a list of themes and key 
points to cover.  
 In the given research, both perspectives of consumers of the groceries delivery companies 
and the companies are analysed. Consumers and companies’ representatives have different 
backgrounds, and the formation of the list of identical questions for the respondents would limit 
the potential findings. Thus, semi-structured interviews were chosen to conduct the data collection 
to check the relevance of the findings from the literature review and collect more information for 
future analysis aimed at eventual theoretical contribution to the studied phenomenon and practical 
managerial recommendations. It is especially important to mention that in the given circumstances, 
it was impossible to conduct in-person interviews. So, to be more precise on the choice of the 
research strategy, internet-mediated interviewing was chosen for the research. They are also called 
as electronic interviews conducted using web conferencing services (Google Meet, Zoom) and 
Internet messaging. The latter one is distinguished from the previous one from the synchronisation 
point of view: while conducting an interview through Zoom or Google Meet, the process is 
synchronous, Internet messaging (through e-mails and messengers such as WhatsApp, Telegram, 
Facebook Messenger) in asynchronous (Saunder, 2015). 
 When we agree on the qualitative character of the study and the research method, we should 
now address the sampling and then proceed with a more detailed explanation on collecting the 
primary data from the representative of the sample. For this research, non-random (or non-
probability) sampling is used. This technique includes subjective judgement when it comes to the 
choice; however, it is elevated by the theoretical knowledge obtained in the preliminary research. 
It is widely used for various business and management research and helps answer the research 
questions by undertaking in-depth or semi-structured interviews (Saunders, 2015). The 
argumentation behind the choice is the following: the research questions of the current study are 
specific and require a certain level of understanding and expertise in the field as well as 
background and experience. So, the criteria for sampling the representatives of the food delivery 
industry in order to see the business perspectives, the managers of the companies were interviewed. 
As for the expertise and background, the were several requirements to match: the companies from 
which the representatives were called to conduct an interview were located in the countries 
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pioneering or fast and steadily developing in the groceries e-commerce as well the companies that 
specialised in the traditional groceries selling but developing the new e-commerce channel 
currently. Moreover, the interviewees themselves were chosen based on the fact that they have 
experience in business development, expansion, operations, strategy, or marketing. When it comes 
to the consumers’ perspectives, the interviewed potential consumers of a grocery delivery 
company should match the criteria of a target customer of this or that company identified while 
conducting theoretical research and verified by the companies’ representatives. 
After the type of sampling is determined, the size of the sample should be addressed. 
According to Saunders (2015), the minimum sample size is from 5 to 25 respondents for a semi-
structured and in-depth interview. Having noted that, 13 consumers from three countries (Russia, 
Germany, Austria, Italy) and nine managers from the companies with branches in different 
countries (including Russia, Germany, and Austria) were chosen to conduct interviews with. 
 The structure of the interviews with the industry representatives included the discussion of 
the following topics: 
1. Customer’s portrait (target audience) 
2. COVID-19-crisis-caused digitalisation impact on the operations of the company 
3. Main challenges associated with starting/maintaining the business in the sector 
4. Ways to overcome the mentioned challenges 
5. The future of the industry 
6. Expansion criteria 
As for the interviews with the consumers and potential consumers, the covered topics 
during the discussions included: 
1. The online groceries purchasing experience of the consumers before and during the 
lockdowns introduced because of the COVID-19 pandemic 
2. Their intentions regarding the usage of the services of groceries e-commerce companies 
for the future 
3. Self-assessed changes in their behaviour when it comes to online shopping and shopping 
in general 
All interviews conducted synchronically were 30 mins – 1 hour long. 
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2.2.4. Limitations of the study 
 Limitations of this or that study are usually associated with the choice of the research 
method used and the data collection techniques relevant for the methodology. For the current 
research, the limitations might be related to the sampling. Given the limited numbers of 
interviewees and the initial requirements set for them, there is always a probability of collecting 
subjective and biased information that might be interpreted with the lack of theoretical 
background. This risk is mitigated, though. First of all, by conducting thorough preliminary 
research. And, second of all, by the depth of the executed interviews. It is also important to 
remember that there is a risk of generalisation errors with the bigger samples. 
However, data quality issues such as reliability, different forms of biases, cultural 
differences, and often possible generalisation can be solved by considering the choice to use the 
interview, recognising that all research methods have limitations, and conducting the interview 
with caution to avoid bias that could compromise the reliability and validity of the data. 
2.2.5. Summary of the methodological choice 
 Summing up all the above-mentioned methodology choices, it is worth structuring the 
information and presenting it in table 1 that can be found below. 
Table 1. “The Role of Digitalisation in Business Development in Food Delivery Sector: COVID-
19 Crisis Impact” – methodology1 
Point\Perspective Consumers Companies 
Research design Qualitative research, exploratory study 
Research strategy Semi-structured interviews 
Sampling Non-random 
Sample size 15 9 
Sampling criteria Consumers that are matching 
the criteria of the target 
customer of the food delivery 
companies from the countries 
with the presence and 
ongoing active expansion of 
Managers of the food 
delivery companies from the 
countries pioneering in the 
industry fast and steadily 
develop in the groceries e-
commerce and from 
 
1 Source: compiled by the author 
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the groceries delivery 
companies 
companies specialising in 
traditional selling but 
expanding to an online one. 
With experience in the field 
of expansion, strategy, 





7. CHAPTER 2. EMPIRICAL STUDY 
3.1. Findings 
 This chapter is dedicated to the formulation, and structuring of the insights and findings 
that were obtained in the process of executing an empirical study with the help of the conducted 
interviews with the consumers representing the target audience of the groceries delivery companies 
and specialists from the industry (managers of operations, expansion, strategy, and marketing 
namely) from Russia, Germany, and Austria. For better analysis and representation of the obtained 
conclusions, the results were processed in line with the preliminary literature review findings and 
structured according to the research framework that was developed based on the theoretical 
background analysis. 
 The structure of the presentation of the findings will be divided into several parts. Firstly, 
the findings on consumers’ perception will be brought. Namely, the questions of their experience 
with online grocery shopping will be described: 
- which companies they know and are clients of 
- when they started ordering the groceries online (if they did at all) 
- what their average basket size and filling are 
- the changes of the basket size and filling throughout the time of the pandemic 
- their plans on using the services 
The findings will also be divided by the country of residence of the interviewed consumers. 
First, the discussion results with the customers from Russia (Moscow and Saint Petersburg 
location-wise) will be mentioned. Later, we will focus on the findings on the consumers from 
Austria (Vienna), Germany (Berlin, Hamburg, Frankfurt) and Italy (Milano, Sicily).  
Before getting to the results per se, let us remind you of the findings from the theoretical 
background about the consumers of the groceries delivery sector. 
Speaking of the Russian market, the target audience consists of the representatives of the 
young generation with a high or average income. They are usually already familiar with the 
digitalised means of retail such as online shopping for other purchases, self-service checkout in 
the physical stores; the possession of a smartphone (and a confident usage of one) is another 
characteristic to be mentioned. Most likely, they are from a big city. Now they are using groceries 
delivery services for both small and irregular products and the orders with 20-25 positions in the 
check “for the week”. Another important fact to mention is that the biggest groceries delivery 
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companies (e.g. Yandex.Lavka) are part of the biggest holdings that are already well-known. The 
existing loyal customer base is usually also among the first ones to be addressed when it comes to 




Figure 7. Consumer’s portrait of the groceries delivery companies in Russia (based on 
literature rivew) 
Source: compiled by the author 
 Coming to the customers of the groceries delivery companies in Germany and Austria, it 
is worth mentioning that the portraits of the typical consumers are rather similar in the two 
countries from the milestones point of view. The income of the target audience representative is 
average and higher; they are also usually digitalised enough to use an application on their 
smartphone. They use the services usually to top up the big weekly purchases by ordering a 
relatively limited number of products within each order they make. The mentioned information 







Age: 18 – 50 
Digital skills (smartphone): yes 
City population: over a million (not necessarily) 









Figure 8. Consumer’s portrait of the groceries delivery companies in Germany and Austria 
(based on literature rivew) 
Source: compiled by the author 
The interviewing of the potential and actual customers was conducted to check the 
existence of the demand on the market mentioned in the theoretical background studies and various 
consulting and news reports as well as later to assess other insights on the behaviour of them. 
When it comes to the companies, the specialists we were looking for to ask about the 
business development and the influence of the recent changes on the industry ideally should have 
been the managers of operations, strategic development, marketing or expansion. The topics to 
cover in this section included the following questions: 
- what are the main challenges associated with starting and developing a business in the food 
delivery industry 
- how to overcome the mentioned challenges (if there is a solution) 
- what was the role of the COVID-19 crisis on the companies’ operations 
- what are the business models used 
- what are the plans for the expansion and development in the countries where they are 
already present 
Age: 18 – 30 
Digital skills (smartphone): yes 
Big city: so the delivery makes sense 
Income: average to high 
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While the grocery delivery sector has been developed for a more extended period in 
Moscow and Saint Petersburg in comparison to, for instance, Vienna, the business models under 
which the services are operating differ from each other in the analysed countries. 
There are also other differences associated with the legal frameworks of the countries and 
law restrictions and requirements that eventually shape the business processes there. For instance, 
the online selling of alcohol-containing products is illegal and forbidden in Russia, while in 
analysed Austria and Germany, it is not.  
Now, when the necessary reminders are made, we can proceed with the findings on the 
purchasing behaviour of those who fit the described above characteristics. 
3.1.1. Consumers’ perspective 
 Among the interviewed Russian customers of the groceries delivery services, there were 
some who started using them only during the hard lockdown in April 2020, as well as others 
enjoying the convenience of the fast and easy delivery since before the COVID-19 times. 
“I started using Yandex.Lavka in the fall of the year before last. It was convenient; 
sometimes, I ordered sweets for some evening tea when I was too lazy to go to the store.” 
 The shifts of perception of the latter ones are especially important to mention, not forgetting 
about the initially loyal customers, though. 
“Until March 2020, I did not use any food delivery. It seemed that the products were more 
expensive, and I was worried that I could not see for myself what I was buying. But it changed 
when the lockdown started. And I liked it.” 
 Apparently, the usage of the various food delivery services rose among the analysed 
sample. The ones who had known the companies before the pandemics and casually used it for 
small purchases shifted to the more significant orders and started shopping there more often for a 
broader range of products. Others who had not been the clients of any groceries delivery company 
became ones. 
“I was worried about my health, and it was somehow difficult to go to shops. Delivery was 
very helpful.” 
  Russian consumers from big cities valued the convenience of the services – the delivery 
was fast (sometimes it took even less than the hypothetical physical store visit). 
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It is interesting to see that Russian consumers usually started their purchasing journey 
following the business model of buying something small, not particularly regular. However, during 
and after the COVID-19 pandemic associated lockdown (we are mainly talking about the first 
wave here, which happened in spring 2020 in Russia), the size of their orders grew, and they slowly 
incorporated the buying behaviour that satisfies the description of another business model: more 
massive purchasing, with the bigger bill for 20-25 positions in the checkout list including the food 
for the whole week consumption as well as some chemicals and domestic products such as toilet 
paper, washing soap, shower gel or even light bulbs etc. (in case they are offered by the selling 
company or services generally or in the particular moment of making an order). 
There were two companies mentioned by the interviewed consumers when there was a 
question about the brands of the industry they know and use: Yandex.Lavka and Samokat. People 
also brought up Delivery Club and Yandex.Food when talking about the delivery of food from 
restaurants. 
When it comes to the extensive chains of physical retailers who started to adapt to the new 
fast delivery format as well, the consumers know about them too. 
“Vkusvill started delivering in a couple of hours rather than many days later by pre-order 
with a big minimum order total. It is very convenient now. I compare Samokat’s and their prices. 
It’s excellent that there’s no minimum requirement now.” 
Logically, the purchasing process in these physical retailers that are currently entering the 
e-commerce niche actively and differently from their existing digital offerings also follows the 
second business model (with the higher number of purchases in one order and the more extensive 
total sum). 
Getting to the question of the intentions and plans of the interviewed clients of food 
delivery companies in Moscow in Saint Petersburg, the trend of resuming these services use is 
seen. The consumers are happy with the company's offerings; they value the time they are saving 
and are willing to use Yandex.Lavka and Samokat both for sometimes ordering something they 
simply forgot to get in the first place in the physical store, for instance, or get the supply for the 
whole week ahead and not worry about the way to and from the physical store. 
“I used the services before COVID-19 hit, during the spring lockdown, and then too. I like 
it, and I'm already used to it; I'm not going to stop.” 
It is of high importance to mention that many of them want to combine this fast online 
grocery shopping with the traditional physical stores visits, not eliminating the latter one 
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completely. It is explained by the fact that some people still value the physical presence in the 
store from time to time. It is incredibly vivid when some loyal customers emotionally connected 
to a particular chain and love the experience of visiting its shops. 
“I will still go to Azbuka Vkusa. It's just very nice in there. I like the design of the stores, 
personnel’s attitude. And sometimes you want to get something so tasty, maybe a delicacy, when 
you don't even know what it is... And in this case, there is a better choice of products to choose 
from than in Samokat, for example.” 
Physical stores still have a wider range of products to offer to the clients “in the moment”. 
It is explained by the logistics and warehousing system. There are many dark stores with still 
limited capacity around the city that ensure fast delivery to different city areas. The warehouse of 
a large physical store still contains more. Accelerating the findings, let us add more information 




Figure 9. Clarifications on consumer’s portrait of the groceries delivery companies in Russia 
(based on the interviews) 
Source: compiled by the author 
 
 It is now time to bring up the responses of the potential clients of the food delivery services 
from Germany and Austria. 
 Many grocery e-commerce startups, as could be seen from the literature review, are 
originated from Germany or German startupers. 
Age: 18 – 60 
Order: top up the weekly shopping & weekly shopping 




 Young potential consumers, especially in Berlin, value the opportunity to order and get 
delivery within 10-15 minutes of a small-size package with lemonade and chips. They notice that 
they especially like the fact that the payment can be made contactless. 
 “It is very convenient to order something to the park where you are relaxing with some 
friends, and the way to the store seems too long, and all of you are just lazy, to be honest.” 
 The majority of respondents named Gorillas as the service they know most when it comes 
to the delivery of the products. Another service is Mjam (delivering both cooked food from the 
restaurants and products from several grocery stores). Fewer people remembered about Jokr (it is 
known better in Austria as they came there in spring of 2021, while Gorillas is opening a branch 
there in July 2021). See Appendix 3 for the information regarding the mentioned companies. 
People are still getting excited about special offers that are still happening as the companies are 
growing and expanding their clients base. They do not see it yet as means of ordering for a week 
or even for cooking a proper meal. Another feature they value in the services of Jokr is that the 
delivery operates longer than the majority of the grocery stores.  
“It is very convenient to order, for example, soda with popcorn for a movie in the evening. 
I often order ice cream if I feel like it spontaneously. Especially I check for the special offers with 
it at Jokr - it often happens there, they offer it with promo codes.” 
Many of the respondents concluded that it was not the initial lockdown per se that made 
them order more with the services (one of the reasons is that the most famous services now were 
established already after the first wave of COVID-19). However, the overall fleur of moving many 
of your everyday activities online contributed to the higher appreciation of services like Gorillas. 
They are also happy to use the offerings while quarantining (which is still an obligatory measure 
against COVID-19 spreading in many countries that a person should execute when, for instance, 
returning from another country or contacting an infected person). 
It is hard to say yet about the readiness of the consumers to consider this way of ordering 
the food for their weekly domestic needs as the companies themselves are not offering it actively 
yet. 
“I think, I could combine online shopping and offline shops visits. It all depends on the 
choice of products. And, perhaps, my mood.” 
 Summarising some of the findings regarding the customer of groceries delivery company 








Figure 10. Clarifications on the consumer’s portrait of the groceries delivery companies in 
Germany and Austria (based on the interviews) 
Source: compiled by the author 
 Interestingly, some cultural differences influence the choice of the consumers when it 
comes to the decision to shop online or offline. For instance, based on the analysis of the Italian 
market, it was concluded that the Italians are less inclined towards grocery e-commerce on 
average, as there are many small cities in the country, the share of the population of which is 
significant when it comes to calculating the average. And for the representatives of this share, 
offline physical store visits are an essential part of daily routine, some kind of socialisation. There 
were two interviewed consumers from Italy. The one who originally was from Milano, was more 
open to the discussed opportunities and advantages of online grocery delivery. Another consumer 
from Sicily, in turn, mentioned the importance of visiting the stores physically. 
“It was very hard for me during the lockdown. I used to go-go shopping. I generally like 
to do it. I didn’t like the fact that I had to order something without being able to see and touch the 
product. I was happy when the stores reopened.” 
Interestingly, the same respondent mentioned that being in another, bigger city (e.g. 
Milano), she might reconsider the choice of the means of shopping and become less extreme in 
the belief of the only way to get the food. She also noticed that the idea of the service itself is 
anyway appealing, and she understands why the popularity of such services is growing nowadays. 
“It’s just not my cup of tea”, she says. 
Summing up the findings regarding the perspective of the consumers, it can be stated that 
the digitalisation boosted by the need to switch to online orders in times of lockdown associated 
Age: millennials (18-35) 
Order: top up the weekly shopping 




with the COVID-19 pandemic indeed influence the purchasing behaviour of the consumers. In 
spring 2020, in the situation when the choice of how and where to shop was limited and the 
marketing campaigns of the delivery services worked well, more people tried the new means of 
grocery shopping (fast online order). The ones already familiar with the services reconsidered the 
volume of the purchases through this channel. However, it is worth mentioning that even without 
the conditions explained by the COVID-19 consequences, the development of the industry was 
somewhat inevitable anyway. It was a question of time, and the formed conditions were fruitful 
for faster growth. 
 In Russia, the massive process started earlier than in Europe, and Russian consumers 
already now buying groceries online following both business models of small and random orders 
and extensive weekly shopping lists. In Germany and Austria, the expansion of the sector is 
depicting, many young people love the idea of the service, yet seeing it mainly as the opportunity 
to buy something that they forgot to buy in the physical store, or order a beer or a wine to the park 
on a summer day. As it can be seen from Russia’s example, the shift to the second model (without 
eliminating the first one, of course) can be anticipated. Young people from bigger cities are more 
likely to use the services, such as Jokr or Gorillas. There are examples of other consumers who are 
less inclined towards online grocery shopping; however, it aligns with the initial theoretical 
findings on the consumers’ interests and behaviour. 
 
3.1.2. Companies’ perspective 
Beginning with bringing up the findings from the interviews with the professionals of the 
industry from Russia, let us first familiarise the reader with the structure of the given subchapter. 
Firstly, the answers to the questions of COVID-19 impact and the role of digitalisation will be 
formulated as the key findings. Then, the points concerning the business models used and the 
business development will be brought up. After briefly summarising the information regarding 
Russian grocery e-commerce obtained from the interviewed managers, we will move on to the 
formulation of the findings regarding the industry environment in Europe, namely in Germany and 
Austria. Following the same narration logic, the insights on the role of the COVID-19-crisis-
caused digitalisation in starting and maintaining the business in the food delivery sector will be 
mentioned. They will be followed by comments on the current and future business models and the 
significant challenges, and the best ways of overcoming them for successful business development 
in the industry. 
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Before getting to the managerial findings, it is also of high importance to mention that the 
industry representatives were also asked about their target consumer group to check if the portrait 
was built right after the theoretical background analysis. Eventually, the comments from the sector 
professionals went in line with the findings from the literature and various business reports. It is 
especially true for the target consumer portrait of the groceries delivery companies (matching 
happened both for Russia and for Germany and Austria). However, the clarification was helpful 
not only to be sure in the right consumers sampling but appeared to be also informative and added 
on some features to the initially structured image (not contradicting with the first-made statements 
and conclusions). It is worth mentioning that there were some interesting insights regarding the 
potential target audience when it came to the food retail chains traditionally specialising in in-store 
selling and now actively expanding to the online format and launching various services. An 
important finding here is that the potential users of the digital platforms and online groceries orders 
of these companies are not necessarily only young people but rather the representatives of the 
existing customer base, including the older generation. Familiarisation with smartphone usage is 
still a somewhat requirement even within this another age category. The comments were used to 
target the consumers for the interviews from their side afterwards anyway. 
Assessing the Russian market of food e-commerce, it is worth mentioning that it is already 
rather developed, and the biggest players of the industry have already passed the new-business 
stages. At some extent, many professionals of the industry believe that they are the pioneers. So, 
when the COVID-19 hit and more people made their choice towards the online purchasing channel 
due to the implemented restrictions, the groceries fast delivery services experienced the rapid 
growth. 
“2020 is a very remarkable year for the digital stories. COVID-19 did not really change 
anything but rather accelerated many things that had started even before”. 
When assessing the role of COVID-19 in this boost, it is fair to say that it indeed made the 
processes faster. However, the impact should not be exaggerated. To some extent, the development 
had been started and planned even before already. However, the set by the pandemic and associated 
lockdown and various socializing restrictions conditions contributed to the attraction of more 
consumers naturally. 
“Many people were forced to try e-commerce during the lockdown. They tried and they 
liked it.” 
The greatest challenges associated with maintaining the business during the pandemic 
included complying with the labor security and health safety requirements associated with 
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COVID-19. When speaking about the general challenges for the established business, these are 
saving the customer. Apparently, representatives of the Russian market notice the differences 
between the traditional consumer and the new consumer.  
“Young customers are very different – they are more open to the new brands. Older people 
are more connected to the brands.” 
Old consumer values brand more than the new ones. Thus, it might be harder to raise and 
maintain the high level of loyalty among them. It would not be enough for the young customer just 
to be “that brand that he once ilked”. 
When it comes to loyalty, good marketing is not enough. 
“The competition of the SMM teams of the competing companies plays a role… But people 
look at the quality and service anyway, of course.” 
And generally, it is crucial to build loyalty for the online brands online. Improving the 
quality of the products and services is the key to success. Another group of loyal consumers might 
evolve from the loyal offline customers if we talk about the well-known retailer that changes the 
business model now towards the online one. 
“Loyalty is built online: either loyal clients from the offline clients or good quality.” 
Marketing and good research and analysis of the patterns and correlations is crucial too, 
though. 
“It’s raining – boom – 30% more online orders on this day.” 
Speaking of these retailers that are now developing online channels actively, it is especially 
interesting to see that many mechanisms they use are rather similar to the ones used by freshly 
established online company only. Even the traditional physical store retailers that are now 
changing the format and going to fast online order and delivery are using the same mechanisms: 
no minimum total sum of the order, free delivery, etc. They also have their own advantages, such 
as the existing client base, for example. However, it does not guarantee the success. Many inner 
changes must be executed in order to succeed. 
“That’s not a question “Wow, they started to sell online”; that’s a question of changing 
the business model.” 
Although, coming back to the client base again, it is for sure great strategic advantage. Big 
retailers such as X5 Group already have huge base of the potential clients, whose patterns they 
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know and whose demands they can check easier. Partially, that is why the retention levels are high 
there, they say. 
“Retention is unbelievable - 80% of the first came customers are making the second 
order.” 
Finally, to close the discussion of the transitional companies, let us bring the very last quote 
of the big retail chain representatives regarding the anticipated trends in the industry. 
“Many businesses are going online, and many of them are going to stay there mainly.” 
Meaning that there are not only X5 or Vkusvill who do not plan to close their physical 
stores, but probably other players who decided not to expand to online but rather literally shift to 
it. 
Speaking of the other side of the coin, the companies such as Samokat that opened 
exclusively online and is still operating only as this kind of service, there is still always a 
probability that the online companies would expand to offline. 
“I’m not sure we’ll open offline stores. However, never say never.” 
This goes in line with another findings on the future of the food industry in general, saying 
that physical stores would not disappear completely. It is impossible to target everyone, and the 
target audience of the grocery e-commerce is constrained logically. 
Getting to the question of the COVID-19 impact, there are several points to mention. 
Firstly, the interviewees mentioned that the situation with the lockdown and the restrictions 
was beneficial to them from the point of view of raising awareness among the consumers. Before 
the pandemic the advantages of the services had to be formulated and translated to the public 
overcoming the perception barriers, while in 2020 people were looking for something with these 
initially communicated features themselves. 
“We spent less money on marketing.” 
As for the complications brought with the recent crisis, the market players noticed the 
problematic and challenging times in the beginning of the pandemic. New reality required many 
amendments. They were to be broad and they we to be fast. 
“All the algorithms broke down.” 
However, once overcame, the witnessed growth was impressive. 
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“The level of the sensitivity to price in Russia is enormous.” 
Finally, particularly insightful finding regarding the future of the industry shared some 
exciting news and even numbers. 
Exciting news are concerned the plans on expansion abroad by the Russian company 
Samokat. They are opening in New York in summer 2021. To the question, why now and not 
earlier, it was answered that as generally the mechanisms in industry are very alike even in 
different countries, it was seen from rather early stage that the expansion is possible. However, in 
order succeed, preliminary preparations (such as well-established processes and algorithms) 
should have been made. 
“Everything is rather similar.” 
This is basically the finding that can be used in the future for multiplying the success. 
“All the technologies are set, the instruments are ready – then you can enter another market 
and scale.” 
As for the numbers, there are apparently some very certain plans when we speak about the 
Russian retail companies that are now going online and working on their online segment. When 
now averagely the share of online purchases is around 3% (grew from 1% when they started), the 
plan for 2025 is having 20% of purchases online and 80% though offline channel. 
“It’s not a secret. Can’t say if it’s ambitious or not, but in 5 years: 20% of the market goes 
to online.” 
Getting to the analysis of Austria and Germany, it is seen that the startups are undergoing 
the very initial stages of the business development and many similarities can be seen with the paths 
of the companies in the industry in Russia. As for the question of the role of the COVID-19 
digitalisation, it is worth mentioning that many of the startups the representatives of which were 
interviewed were established already after the first wave of COVID-19 and severe first lockdowns. 
“I’m not even sure that it’s a COVID thing… However, yes, it contributed to the adaption. 
People got used to getting many things delivered. So, if roughly answering the question whether it 
was COVID-19 crisis that boosted the growth of the industry, my answer would be yes and no.” 
So, the events associated with the COVID-19 indeed contributed to even more active 
customers adaptation to buying online. However, according to the results of the interviews, it was 
not the main reason. 
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“People have been buying online way before COVID-19, and it definitely helped to get 
people more used to it. But I wouldn’t say it is the very reason.” 
The natural development of society and its needs was pointed out to be one of the reasons 
for the somewhat inevitable appearance and active growth of the analysed services and companies. 
“The product itself is so attractive and cool, and the service offered is so amazing for most 
people who use it that it’s just something that would eventually come anyway, right?” 
Again, the consequences of shifting to online due to COVID-19 boosted the acceptance 
and then appreciation of online ordering and delivery services in general; however, they cannot be 
called the reason for it. This goes in line with the majority of the conclusions of the world-famous 
consulting companies reports, the analysis of which was described in Chapter 1 of the current 
study. In other words, the more active digitalisation and changes associated with it was inevitable 
for the food delivery industry. However, the crisis caused by the rapid spreading pandemic of the 
COVID-19 contributed to boosting the process. 
When it comes to the business model, the very new startups are working following the first 
one – a small-size basket. They do not know the needs of the consumers yet; they need time to 
then come up with better and more accurate forecasts and appropriately fill the dark stores for the 
larger size deliveries. Now the marketing campaigns are built around fast and fun delivery to attract 
as many consumers as possible but offering low prices, fast and free delivery. Various promo 
offerings such as “wine for Saturday for free with a special promo code #happySaturday” evenings 
are in place in these freshly entered the country companies to raise awareness among the potential 
consumers.  
“The general idea is to target the market of the weekly shopping, even though you’d still 
need to drive to the store. For the beginning, the model with the slow average market works, to be 
paid off and make sense financially.” 
If looking at the services operating on the market for a longer period, the selling under the 
rules of the second business model begins to compliment the initial small-sized orders. This shift 
is exactly what happened previously in Russia with Yandex.Lavka and Samokat, which are now 
successfully combining the two models gaining benefits from it. 
“Over time, basket sizes go up. People get used to getting everything delivered.” 
The higher the number of customers, the better analysis for the future purchase and supply 
can be made; the better the analysis, the better the assortment, the happier the clients. Thus, more 
clients are coming. That is why the critical task in the very beginning of the business is finding 
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and extending the customer base. It should also be done as soon as possible, as the market is 
growing, more companies appear, the competition is getting higher. 
However, it is not the goal of the companies. 
“The target is to be big and deliver everything, becoming number one grocery retailer.” 
When speaking about the future, the companies representatives also believe in the bright 
future and extensive expansion of the fast e-commerce companies. 
“As soon as the assortment is enough, you can get everything. As soon as you can get 
everything, you don’t go and get it yourself.” 
Even though it does not mean that the traditional shopping will completely dye, another 
interesting point to mention is that some large retail chains offer groceries delivery for their 
customers with the high minimum total of the order and the possibility ot deliver the order not 
sooner than after two days. Another inconvenience is that the client should pick the time frame in 
which they want the order to be delivered. Yet, the interviewed managers from the grocery delivery 
companies do not see the traditional retailers switching to the new format of fast delivery.  
“In the future, you might go to the groceries store once a month and get the rest delivered 
in between.” 
Another topic covered in the discussion was the low prices of the products and services in 
general. Interestingly enough, again, the similarities with the Russian companies at the beginning 
of their development journey were witnessed and noted. 
“Prices are not reflecting normal economic circumstances. They are artificially low for 
attracting customers. In the future, there might be a small fee for delivery.” 
However, it is still critical to say that the current business environment is unstable in the 
world due to the challenges associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, it is rather hard to 
predict what will happen in the industry with a high confidence level when speaking of something 
more concrete than just general belief that the demand for the product and service will be in place. 
“It is worth saying though that the current financial help from the governments and tonnes 
of money printed really-really helps a lot of V.C. investments.” 
It is a fruitful and convenient time to develop the business in the food delivery sector due 
to the actively living financial institution and government help to SMEs and individual 
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entrepreneurs. In the conditions of instability and uncertainty, more businesses seem to be risky. 
Thus, the probability of getting an investment is higher, as the assets are still being made. 
“There’re billions now poured into quick e-commerce, and that’s why it rather hard to 
predict in detail what will happen in 5 years.” 
3.1.3. Summary of the findings  
 Implementing the conceptual framework introduced in Chapter 1, it is obvious form the 
respondents answers that the changes in one of the elements of the industry system naturally cause 
the changes in another. Offerings by the companies were changed in the response on the market 
need, while the market demand was formed under the pressure of settings (in this case, outer 
conditions) such as unexpected COVID-19 pandemic crisis. 
Getting back to initially formulated research questions, it is also worth structuring all the findings 
contributing to the exact answers to them. 
RQ1 What is the role of COVID-19 Crisis in shaping the demand in food delivery industry? 
From the customer’s point of view there are two different perspectives which depend on 
the initial awareness of the customer about the market offerings on the moment when it is feasible 
to assess the actual role of the recent crisis. Namely, the majority of the Russian consumers 
indicated that the lockdown eventually made them use the services of the analysed sector more, 
thus, the COVID-19 crisis boosted their need in the companies’ offerings. However, there are 
many of them who had been the clients of the services long before the pandemic. Their 
consumption of the online ordered groceries mainly rose as well, although it is important to say 
that COVID-19 per se was not the initial reason for this. When it comes to the German and Austrian 
consumers, the interviewed ones got familiar with the local services already after the first severe 
COVID-19 hit. However, they noticed, that general attitude towards delivery changed due to the 
COVID-19 realities contributed to the easier diving in the services of the industry. 
From the companies perspective, the leitmotiv is rather similar. Long story short, COVID-
19 did not really cause anything itself, nor it was the reason of the growing demand and 
development in the industry. However, it indeed boosted the processes, so its role should not be 
underestimated. 
QR2 What are the consumers and companies’ expectations from the food delivery sector 
for the future? 
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Both consumers and companies are expressing the anticipated growth of the interest in the 
industry. Consumers are getting used to getting everything delivered and they like it. So, it is 
unlikely that they would switch to the previous purchasing channels completely once the pandemic 
is over. Seeing the evolving of the market, the companies also believe in the continuation of the 
development and anticipate higher competition. 
RQ3 What are the main challenges associated with starting and developing a company in 
the food delivery industry nowadays? 
When it comes to the question of starting a company in the groceries delivery sector, the 
main challenge for the first time is building the wide customer base. That is why it is highly 
important to know the target audience, conduct a proper market research etc. Another two crucial 
challenges are real estate problems – the business is tightly connected to the locations in order to 
be able to fulfil the promises of fast and easy delivery. And obviously, the third one is funding and 
money. Another interesting challenge mentioned by the operations managers of one of the 
branches in Austira, was the super fast pace of the development of the industry when new players 
are coming and coming. 
As for the companies with the relatively richer experience and more established settings, 
the challenges also include fighting against competitors, increasing the loyalty of the new 
customers and again adapting to fast changing reality. 
RQ4 How to overcome these challenges? 
When the “beginner” challenges can be solved by investments and money obviously, the 
loyalty issue for the other companies are a bit harder to get. From what was learned by the 
interviewed professionals, it can be stated that the very thorough analysis should help for the better 
understanding of the consumers. 
Interestingly to mention, that eventually the industry is characterised by relative 
homogeneity. Meaning, the overall way of the well-developed Russian companies is to be repeated 






3.2.1. Theoretical Contribution 
 As it was formulated in the research gap of the current paper, the academic studies on the 
analysed topic is rather limited as it combines both the perspectives of the customers and the 
companies, merging the findings from different countries with not the same background. This 
study contributed to the academic literature by pointing out the conceptual similarities that can be 
considered in the future researches. 
 The conducted empirical studies confirmed the majority of gathered together findings of 
other scholars working in the field of digitalisation in e-commerce, and new ways of business 
development in the food delivery sector that should be considered taking into account the 
previously mentioned technological implication processes. 
 Speaking again of the rather limited research of the phenomenon, this paper shows that it 
was possible to gain deeper understanding of the ongoing processes from two points of view and, 
what it more importantly, through the lens of accumulated and merged knowledge formulated from 
the previous studies. 
3.2.2. Managerial Implications 
 Based on the insights obtained from the interviews, there are several key points to mention 
in order to contribute to the more successful business development in the industry. Some of them 
are not shockingly new but anyway worth saying as it is always important to remember everything 
relevant for the particular industry. Moreover, there are some peculiarities and specifics that can 
still vary from industry to industry regardless of the general character of the mentioned feature. It 
is crucial to follow all the necessary steps anyway and remind about them because of these 
peculiarities seen when conducting general market research, for instance. 
 When expanding to another country, a thorough market research should be conducted. The 
peculiarities of this include the detailed look at the population and the size of the city (so the 
delivery could have make more sense than actual visit to the store), logically, average income of 
the citizens as well as their age. 
 Marketing campaign are critically important in the first stages of attracting more 
consumers, the thorough correlation analysis as well as the best practices of other location might 
contribute to the success in the field. 
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 Finally, looking as the responses of the professionals and consumers, it can be concluded 
that the Russian market of groceries delivery is more developed than the Germany and Austrian 
one, while being not too different from the behind logic and mechanisms. It means that the existing 
knowledge of the Russian companies can be used for the international expansion, while foreign 
businessmen can find the best practices being effective and use them for their business 
development. 
3.2.3. Limitations and recommendations for future research 
 As the eventual scope of the obtained findings is narrowed down by several points, the 
further research might get a certain direction about which it will be discussed in the current 
subchapter. 
 To begin with, the study eventually focused on Russia, Germany and Austria, as the 
countries with actively growing industry nowadays. For the future studies, the sample can be 
expanded and more countries and companies can be analysed using the current findings of the 
given study. 
 Moreover, the future study might include different research methods, and conducted 
qualitative study might be complemented by the quantitative one, for instance, when there is more 
historical data available.  
 Another point to mention is that the chosen sample focused on a specific industry, while 
the general findings regarding the digitalisation and e-commerce might be helpful not only for the 
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Table A1. Geography of delivery services in Russia2 
City Population  
(mln) 
Samokat Yandex.Lavka SberMarket Perekrestok.Vprok 
Moscow  11,92 + + + + 
St Petersburg 4,99 + + + + 
Nizhny 
Novgorod 
1,25 + + + + 
Kazan 1,16 + + + + 
Samara 1,17 +  + + 
Krasnodar 0,77 +  + + 
Yekaterinburg 1,38 + + + + 
Novosibirsk 1,50 +  + + 
Perm 1,01 +  + + 
Ufa 1,07 +  + + 
Kemerovo 0,54 +  + + 
Novokuznetsk 0,55 +  + + 
Rostov-on-
Don 
1,10 +  + + 
Tomsk 0,55 +  + + 
Tyumen 0,62 +  + + 
Volgograd 1,02 +  + + 
Tolyatti 0,72 +  + + 
Voronezh 0,99 +  + + 
Barnaul 0,63 +  + + 
Chelyabinsk 1,15 +  + + 
Tula 0,49   + + 
Ryazan 0,53   + + 
Velikiy 
Novgorod 
0,22   + + 
 




Vladimir 0,35   + + 
    + 131 cities +23 regions 
 
 
